Within a context of substantial adoption policy reform in England, this paper explores post adoption support. Findings from a small-scale survey of 22 local authorities in England and interviews with 11 adoption practitioners (from 11 of the authorities that completed the survey) are presented and related national policy discussed. The paper argues that support should continue postmatching a child with their adoptive parent(s) and that this should be the norm rather than the exception. It also emphasizes the need to improve the availability of and access to post adoption support in a timely manner.
| AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
This paper explores post adoption support in England. The following sections of this paper focus on a study, undertaken in 2012, that explored the provision of post adoption support in England within the time frame of substantial policy reform. It focuses on requests from adoptive families for an assessment of needs and support availableexploring strengths and limitations and discussing the findings in relation to adoption policy reform.
The aims of the study were to explore how post adoption support teams and services are structured and to identify barriers and facilitators to effective provision. The objectives were to
• Explore requests for assessments for post adoption support and factors that hinder and support quality assessments;
• Identify the availability of post adoption support;
• Explore what local authorities perceive to be the main barriers to the provision of post adoption support services.
| METHODOLOGY
A mixed methods approach was adopted whereby an online survey was distributed to a sample of LAs in England and interviews undertaken with Children's Social Care practitioners. Mixed methods research combines qualitative and quantitative research approaches for the purposes of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007) . A mixed methods approach was adopted because the survey data provided the opportunity to obtain quantitative data and the semistructured interviews the means to explore contextual issues and factors in more detail. A mixed methods design expands the research and makes it more comprehensive, that is, there is more information from which to draw conclusions.
| Ethics
Ethical approval was obtained from Loughborough University's Ethics Approvals (Human Participants) Sub-Committee, and written informed consent obtained prior to completion of the surveys and interviews. The research adhered to Loughborough University's Ethics Approvals (Human Participants) Sub-Committee "code of practice on investigations involving human participants." All data were anonymized as soon as possible after collection. Participants were assigned a unique identification number, and data were stored against this number rather than against the names of the participants. Data were stored in a locked filing cabinet and/or in an encrypted form on the computer.
| Survey
An online survey was distributed to a stratified sample of 50 LAs in England. The survey questions were devised to explore the assessment process, determine services available to adopted children and their families, and explore what local authorities perceive to be the main barriers to the provision of post adoption support services. The survey included questions about the structure of their adoption team, routinely collected data on adopted families, when parents are likely to request an assessment for post adoption support, factors that support or hinder the completion of quality assessments, post adoption support available, and most frequently requested support. The survey included a mixture of closed and open questions. Open-ended questions were used when deemed necessary, in this case, where the research team wanted to give the respondent the opportunity to give a free text answer and not restrict them to a limited set of options.
The interview guide included open-ended questions only and explored additional areas to those covered in the survey. The interview guide provided the research team with the opportunity to obtain an in-depth meaningful answer and to probe to obtain further information where necessary.
Twenty-two individuals from 22 English LAs responded to the online survey (44% response rate). Four authorities completed the survey anonymously, that is, the representative respondent did not state which LA they were from. In just over two thirds (n = 15) of authorities, the survey was completed by an adoption team or service manager; in about a quarter (n = 5), it was completed by an adoption worker; the remaining two were completed by a practice consultant and administrator, respectively.
| Local authority type and region
Eighteen provided the name of their LA. Of these 18, the most common type of authority was unitary (n = 8, 44.4%), followed by county (n = 5, 27.8%), London borough (n = 4, 22.2%), and metropolitan (n = 1, 5.6%). Surveys were completed by LAs spread across England, as Of the authorities that provided the name of their LA (n = 18), 50% (n = 9) are ranked in the top 25% for indicator A3 (percentage of children who wait less than 21 months between entering care and moving in with their adoptive family). Of the remaining nine, six are in the middle 50% and three are ranked in the lowest 25%. For indicator A4 (percentage of adoptions from care), the majority (61.1%, n = 11) are ranked in the middle 50%.
| Interviews
The research team carried out 11 in-depth telephone semistructured interviews with a subsample of the English LAs. Telephone interviews provide extended geographical access, save on time and costs in terms of travel (Miller, 1995) , and enhance the opportunity to access hard-toreach populations such as those that may find it difficult to commit to a face-to-face interview due to work commitments (Creswell, 1998) .
However, there are concerns that telephone interviews restrict the rapport (Shuy, 2003) .
All the authorities were invited to participate in a telephone interview, and interviews were arranged with all authorities that expressed an interest in taking part, except in the authorities where the potential participant was not available during the fieldwork time frame. Interviews were conducted with seven adoption managers, three adoption support managers, and one head of an adoption and fostering service.
The aims of the interviews were to explore the key issues for the LAs that impact on the provision of post adoption support.
Semistructured interviews were undertaken, and the questions covered the following areas:
• The availability of post adoption support services and their effectiveness:
• Services available;
• Recent changes in the availability of services and/or changes in thresholds for service provision;
• How effective the services were perceived to be;
• Gaps in service provision.
• Assessments of need:
• What services are most commonly requested by adopters (preplacement);
• What needs are most commonly identified during the assessment process;
• Most common reasons why families request an assessment of need and what support do they most commonly seek.
| Analysis
Interview data were exported into the Nvivo software package, and thematic analysis was undertaken to identify patterns through a rigorous process of data familiarization, data coding, and theme development. A deductive approach was undertaken whereby data coding and theme development were directed by the research questions. Quantitative data from the survey were analysed in Excel using descriptive analyses. The sample size was too small to undertake analysis of statistical significance.
The survey data explored specific topic areas (e.g., the assessment process, services available to adopted children and their families, and barriers to the provision of post adoption support services), and analysis was directed by these. The interviews, however, as well as exploring these areas, provided the opportunity to ascertain issues that may not have been identified otherwise due to all questions being open-ended, which meant the respondent was not restricted to predefine answers. As such, the majority of sections include data from the survey and interviews except for the last section on "lack of resources for service provision" section, which was an issue identified by a number of respondents during interviews only.
| Limitations
A limitation of the study was the relatively small sample size. The time frame (the study was undertaken over a short timescale of 6 weeks to provide findings to inform the adoption reform agenda) limited the amount of time to recruit a larger sample size and a larger data set.
Although small studies can yield results quickly, the findings need careful interpretation as it is not possible to make strong conclusions.
Those completing the surveys were given the opportunity to liaise with their colleagues to gather information; however, whether or not this took place cannot be guaranteed, and this needs to be taken into consideration when interpreting the findings. The findings are however consistent with the wider literature.
There are some missing data where the respondents chose not to answer a question. Missing data reduce the representativeness of the sample and can distort inferences made. However, the amount of missing data is minimal, and the research team is confident that there is little or no bias or distortion in the conclusions drawn from this study.
Survey respondents had the opportunity to provide more than one response for one question, at times, due to the inclusion of three statements and a Likert scale of very often, often, occasionally, rarely, and never. The implication is that the participant is not required to provide a yes or no answer but allows them to respond in a degree of agreement. However, questions have been raised about whether the number of categories on a scale influences the responses given (Kieruj & Moors, 2010) and the extent to which answering a scale means the respondents do not have make a yes or no decision and effectively take a stance on an issue.
| RESULTS
The survey and interview data are presented together below, and hence, it includes the findings from the survey of 22 participants and interviews with the 11 practitioners-both from the same 22 LAs.
| Assessment of needs 4.1.1 | Requesting an assessment
Survey respondents were asked to specify when adoptive families were likely to request an assessment of need for post adoption support. Results from the survey suggest that it was common for families to request an assessment at crisis point (i.e., when the adoption was at risk of breakdown), with 73% (n = 14 out of 19 1 ) of LAs stating that families very often or often request an assessment at this stage. The majority (88.9%, n = 16 out of 18 2 ) of respondents reported that families only occasionally or rarely request an assessment in response to advice from a partner agency, and only two fifths of practitioners stated that families (42.1%, n = 8 out of 19 3 ) will very often or often request an assessment when difficulties first emerge. The scale allowed respondents to select more than one answer but rate their agreement with the statement. See Table 2 below for further details.
Two interviewees suggested that families will often approach their authority as a last resort, when all other sources of support have been exhausted. One interviewee stated that it was uncommon for adoptive parents to request an assessment for post adoption support; instead, adopters contacted the adoption service stating that they can no longer cope, and it is at this stage that an assessment of need would be suggested. Interviewees suggested that in some cases, parents felt that they would be perceived as failures by agencies if they asked for support:
Part of it's 'I'm not coping with this very well but I don't want to admit it because I've just been through this assessment process' which is huge and 'I sure don't want to admit that I'm having difficulties' (Interviewee one).
It tends to be harder for people to come to us for help.
And of, course they are anxious, we are part of Children's Social Care, they worry about child protection issues and so on and so forth. And of, course it is difficult to admit that you need help. I think it is quite difficult to make that call (Interviewee two).
To address these types of concerns, just over a third of the interviewees (n = 4) reported normalizing the need for support:
Our bottom line [with prospective adopters] is that adoption will have its challenges and we need to be ready to help people. We don't see asking for help as a sign of weakness, but a sign of a good adopter who wants to do the best for their child, so we promote that model (Interviewee three).
We normalise the fact that you will need support, its fine.
You can come back to us (Interviewee four).
Two interviewees reported that where good systems of ongoing support were in place throughout the adoption process, fewer assessments for post adoption support were required, because families Furthermore, five interviewees reported that where possible, post adoption support is considered to be a continuation of the support provided as a result of the adoption plan.
It was highlighted that some parents may never make contact with their local authority for support once the child has been placed and an adoption order made, simply because they wish to take on the responsibility of caring for their child without Children's Social Care involvement:
What happens at the time is that you get two pieces of One interviewee suggested that as time passes, parents are not always aware of where to go for support should they require it:
Once they've got the order everything falls away and they try and do it themselves. The reason they don't call back is because they don't know who to call (Interviewee one).
To summarize, this study found that parents rarely requested an assessment for post adoption support needs when issues first arose and instead delayed until they were no longer able to cope.
Practitioners interviewed suggested normalizing support to address this issue, through ensuring that support, post adoption, is continued and that this is standard practice, instead of local authorities ceasing involvement at the point of adoption.
| Factors that support or inhibit the quality of assessments
The survey respondents were asked to identify any factors that supported or inhibited the completion of quality assessments for post adoption support in England. The main issues identified were lack of capacity in the adoption and post adoption team, lack of resources, and having specialist knowledge and expertise (see Table 3 for further details). The capacity of those completing assessments of needs was identified by just over one third of the survey respondents (n = 8 out of 22). One respondent reported:
There is little capacity in my team to meet the demand of the number of adopters seeking support (Survey respondent one).
The specialist knowledge and expertise of adoption team workers was identified by four respondents as a key factor that facilitates the completion of quality assessments by both survey respondents and interviewees. The issue was summarized by a survey respondent: Although training and where families move areas were only issues raised by one respondent, four interviewees suggested that specific training provided to other professionals working with adopted children and families could improve the quality of both assessments and the subsequent support provided to adopted children and their families.
Three interviewees reported that the quality of assessments may be inhibited where the family is not previously known to a team, that is, they have moved to a new area:
Those families can just come up out of the blue and we can have no knowledge of them and that is really difficult in order to know what services you need to provide, you know, it's not possible to plan very well (Interviewee six).
In summary, this study identified that the following factors hindered post adoption support: lack of capacity in the adoption and post adoption team, lack of resources, and having specialist knowledge and expertise. Factors facilitating post adoption support were identified as specialist knowledge and expertise and training provided to other professionals working with adopted children and families.
| Availability of post adoption support
Survey respondents were asked to detail the adoption support services available in their LA area. Three hundred and eleven services were identified across the 22 authorities. The services available were wide ranging and varied from lower intensity support such as "peer support groups" to higher level "therapeutic support." The most common support service available to adopted children and their families was counselling with 38 services, followed by general advice and information identified across 22 authorities. The least available service was short breaks (formerly known as respite services), for adoptive families, with only 13 short break services identified. See Table 4 for further details.
Survey respondents were also asked to identify which three services were most frequently requested by adoptive families.
Twenty-one respondents provided this information. As presented in Table 5 , the most commonly requested services were Child Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS; n = 12) and general advice and information (n = 12).
Although the survey did not explore the availability of post adoption services, that is, accessibility, waiting times, and costs, interviews with practitioners revealed that the services that were most frequently requested by families were also reportedly the services where there were the biggest gaps in service provision, that is, CAMHS and therapeutic services, and educational support. Survey respondents were asked what caused delays in services and workload issues and a lack of capacity within CAMHS were identified as a key source of delay in families receiving support, by under just one third of the survey respondents (n = 7 out of 22). This was supported by five interviewees who reported an increase in the workload of CAMHS within the last 12 months and highlighted how this had impacted on services for adopted children.
Four of the interviewees raised concerns that the CAMHS in their area were not offering specialists to address any attachment difficulties.
[CAMHS are] increasingly limiting their work to clearly identifiable mental health issues and they are not dealing with children with attachment difficulties and they are turning children away who have attachment difficulties (Interviewee seven).
Half of the practitioners interviewed in this study reported that improvements were needed in the availability of education support for adopted children. The interviewees specifically cited a need for education colleagues to help adopters obtain a statement of special educational needs, or to provide the appropriate support within schools to address emotional or behavioural difficulties. Furthermore, three of the interviewees noted that improvements in schools are needed to understand and address the needs of adopted children within an education setting. However, four of the interviewees also acknowledged that a shortfall in the support offered within schools was often as a result of limited resources and a lack of capacity to provide additional support or services.
Three interviewees revealed that they carried out specific work in schools highlighting the needs of adopted children and their families. This work encompassed the circulation of information packs, undertaking workshops, creating links between school and other agencies (e.g., CAMHS) and working with staff to address the needs of individual children.
Three interviewees also reported that attempts had been made through service level agreements to improve the CAMHS provision available in their authority, and one interviewee reported that they were developing their own therapeutic provision:
What we'd like to do is we'd like to have a seamless model where we've also got a family therapist and a trauma therapist. We don't have those two things. What our intention is, is to create a multi-disciplinary team so that we can have those therapists working on a model that is geared towards adoption rather than generic issues (Interviewee one).
To conclude the most common support service available to adopted children and their families was counselling followed by general advice and information. These were also the most commonly requested services as reported by the survey respondents; however, therapeutic support was also reportedly the service where there was the biggest gaps in service availability. Services to enable discussion related to adoption, for example, support groups I think it is all very well pushing for timescales to be improved and more adopters to come forward, but you know, if the support isn't there for the adopters in the long term, then you are not going to achieve the positive outcomes. The danger is, by moving things quicker we might end up with more families who need support (Interviewee eight).
Half of the interviewees also raised concerns about the capacity of all services working with adopted children to meet the complex needs, specific to this population. These interviewees noted that improved training may reduce the time taken to identify difficulties and put the appropriate services in place. One of the survey respondents summarized the issue:
[The] demands of increasing numbers is stretching us all.
Concerns particularly for the future as the children we are placing nowadays are ever more complex and will need on-going support from all services at a time of reorganisations and budget cuts across all services including health and social care (Survey respondent three).
To add additional impediment, three interviewees noted that although adopted children have a similar complexity of needs as looked-after children, their status as adopted children means that they do not have access to some of the additional support mechanisms as their looked-after peers, such as designated teachers for looked-after children:
Children who are looked after do get additional resources and adopted children, don't. I think there needs to be better clarity about the fact that these children are likely to need an enhanced service [too] (Interviewee two).
To summarize, it was reported that insufficient resources inhibited the provision of post adoption support and that this issue was exacerbated by the increase in numbers of adopted children.
Their concerns were heightened following the government's plan to reduce delays in the adoption process and increase the number of adopters.
| DISCUSSION
At present, the English government are prioritizing all aspects of adoption including the recruitment of adopters, reducing delays in the adoption process and improving post adoption support (Department for Education, 2012a Education, , 2012b . However, there are issues that require addressing to ensure that adoptive families get the support they require. These issues are discussed below.
| Assessments
This study found that it was common for adoptive families to request an assessment at crisis point rather than when issues first emerge. It was suggested that families would exhaust all other avenues first before approaching LAs. Reasons for this included Children's Social
Care involvement being a last resort due to concerns that they would be perceived as failures-unable to cope with parenting their adoptive child; and the wish to be left alone to start family life without the continued involvement of their LA. This corresponds with previous research that suggests that adoptive families receive support at crisis point because they are concerned about the implications of Children's Social Care involvement (Pennington, 2012; Rees & Selwyn, 2009 ).
However, the majority of children adopted will have been abused and/or neglected during childhood (Department for Education, 2016a), which is likely to impact on their physical, cognitive, emotional, and behavioural development (Brown, Cohen, Johnson, & Smailes, 1999; Maguire et al., 2015; McCrory, De Brito, & Viding, 2010; Veltman & Browne, 2001 ). This means they will need additional support than that of routine parenting and that an assessment of needs is important. 
| Availability of post adoption support
This study found that the most common support service available to adopted children and their families was counselling followed by general advice and information. These were also the most commonly requested services by adoptive families. However, the survey did not explore the availability of these services, that is, accessibility, waiting times, and costs, but interviews with practitioners revealed that the services that were most frequently requested by families were also reportedly the services where there were the biggest gaps in service provision, that is, Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services and therapeutic services. This raises the issue of ensuring that post adoption service provision matches the needs of adoptive families.
Especially considering that where adoptive families have been provided with support, they have not always been provided with the support that they require most (e.g., therapeutic support) and that is most suited to their needs (Pennington, 2012) . The ASF could go some way to addressing the issue of access to therapeutic support as it allows, following an assessment of an adoptive family's needs, an LA to apply to the ASF for funding for therapeutic support. A recent evaluation of the ASF found that it expanded the provision of adoption support services and was viewed by families as enabling access to more support and, in some cases, seen as crucial in sustaining placements and keeping families together (Lewis & Ghate, 2015) . Normalizing the need for post adoption support amongst adoptive families and continuation of adoption services may improve the extent to which adoptive parents feel able to request post adoption support through the ASF. In particular, ensuring continued contact with adoption services that would help to embed the idea that support post adoption is normal and to be expected.
| Lack of resources for service provision
Insufficient resources were identified as a key factor that inhibits the provision of post adoption support by interviewees in this study.
The number of children being placed for adoption had increased in the LAs, in this study, placing further strain on limited resources, and there were fears that the government's plans to reduce delays in the adoption process and increase the number of adopters could make this issue worse. In addition, because LAs are not legally obligated to provide post adoption services, where resources are limited, post adoption support could be the first to be cut where finances are stretched. This is a particular concern considering that Pennington (2012) found that just under a third of adoptive parents that had needs identified went onto receive post adoption services identified in full.
Normalizing post adoption support would help adoptive families to see that the difficulties they are experiencing is to be expected, and it would also ensure they are entitled to post adoption support services and not just the assessment of need. The regional adoption agencies may go some way to address the issue of service provision. The exact model has not been prescribed, but each regional adoption agency will include a range of services (e.g., recruitment, matching, and support), and it is anticipated that this will contribute to ensuring that social workers have immediate access to a wider array of support services that are more accessible to adopted children and their families (see Department for Education, 2015b for further details).
Thus, despite the government pledging increased funding for adoption support services, unless post adoption support is normalized, that is, prospective adoptive parents are informed, that it is likely that their adopted child will need support in the future, it is a possibility that the take up of post adoption support could remain low.
| CONCLUSION
To conclude, although there are a wealth of services in England that provide the type of support that would benefit adopted children and their families, the reality is that support is rarely continued post adoption. Those families that do require support often request it at crisis point, when they can no longer cope and the adoption is breaking down rather than when issues first emerge. If they do receive an assessment of need, identified needs cannot always be met due to resources, and English LAs are not required by law to provide support.
To ensure that adoptive families do receive the support they need, normalizing support and continuing it post adoption would be of value.
The Adoption Support Fund and regional adoption agencies may go some way to contributing to addressing these issues, but there is a requirement for parents to be fully aware of what post adoption support is available for their adoptive family.
ENDNOTES
1 Data were missing for three respondents.
2 Data were missing for four respondents.
3 Data were missing for three respondents.
